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      Prologue


      Edith had disappeared along with the coldness of winter, and spring’s arrival was drawing near. We hadn’t spent much time with Edith, but she had left a strong impression on our minds and hearts, so we all felt melancholic after she had parted with us. As the days became warmer, we tried to clean up the mansion that she had passed down to us, but it wasn’t enough for us to shake off a restless feeling. As a result, we decided that in order to move on, we needed to dedicate a small shrine to Edith, and all of us worked hard to clean up the yard before we built a shrine and offered our prayers to her.


      However, once we’d found closure through our work on the shrine and were ready to continue with our lives, I realized something: we hadn’t really benefited financially from our hard work fulfilling Edith’s quest. We had obtained a mansion as a reward, and it was a slightly painful fact that the mansion was larger than our own house. In addition, we had received Edith’s old alchemist tools, and the knowledge she had passed to Haruka and the others was valuable—as were our memories of her. However, we hadn’t earned very much actual money. The amount of money that we’d earned was decent, but it felt a bit lacking relative to the amount of effort that had been required from us to complete the quest. There was also one other major issue at hand that was bothering me.


      “I feel like we haven’t made much progress toward our initial goal of obtaining effective ways to deal with undead monsters,” I said. “Am I wrong?”


      The girls all nodded in agreement, and Haruka was the first to chime in. “No, you’re completely right. Holy water isn’t a practical method for dealing with undead monsters, and we haven’t obtained any other way of dealing them damage.”


      “I’ve been practicing my magic, but despite our efforts, all we’ve obtained is an amulet,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, it doesn’t feel significant at all,” said Yuki. “It’s only a twenty percent increase in safety overall, so...”


      Touya was the only one of us who shook his head at that sentiment rather than nodding in agreement. “Nah, that amulet is super important! It’s like a one hundred percent increase in safety for me!”


      “It’s zero percent for the rest of us, though.”


      “Ugh! I mean, yeah, Nao, you’re right, but still!”


      It had been unintentional on her part, but Edith had helped to prove that undead monsters like shadow ghosts weren’t that dangerous to mages.


      “That being the case, Touya’s the only one who’s benefited from our hard work recently, right?” Yuki asked.


      “Mm. On top of that, even the amulet that we’ve obtained won’t protect him from being possessed if he’s careless with it,” said Natsuki.


      “Believe me, I’m really sorry about that,” said Touya. “However, everything with Edith worked out in the end, right?”


      “In the end, yeah. We also learned the limits of the amulet’s effectiveness as a result,” said Haruka. “However, this is only relevant to you, Touya.”


      “Ugh, come on!” Touya exclaimed. “Fine, I’ll do my best to live up to everyone’s expectations, so give me a break...”


      Touya had a dejected expression on his face and let his tail droop, and the rest of us exchanged some glances and laughed before resuming our original conversation.


      “Okay, that’s enough teasing Touya for now,” I said. “At the end of the day, the only practical way of dealing with undead monsters is weapons made from elemental metal, right?”


      At least, it was the only realistic option apart from training our magical abilities, but elemental metal weapons weren’t cheap by any means.


      “Mm, we confirmed that with Edith,” said Haruka. “She also taught us how to craft elemental metal.”


      “Yeah, we can probably create a lot of different elemental metals, since there are a lot of mages in our party!” Yuki exclaimed. “Well, not darkness elemental metal, though.”


      “Oh, like how we worked together to make our magic bags?” I asked.


      “Mm. There are also other methods of making elemental metal, but there’s no reason for us to spend more money than necessary,” said Haruka.


      According to Haruka, the process would require special materials that would differ depending on the element. With that in mind, you had the option of purchasing those special materials directly or making them yourself by obtaining the help of mages who could use the element you wanted to enchant the metal with. Purchasing the materials was obviously the more expensive option, and the mages in our party had every element except darkness covered, so saving money was the correct option for us.


      “In that case, we should make the metal right away so that we can place an order for our elemental weapons!” Touya exclaimed. “Undead monsters won’t be scary for me if I can actually deal them damage!”


      Touya seemed quite excited about the prospect, but Haruka sighed. “It’s not that simple, Touya. We can save money by making the elemental materials ourselves, but the other materials we need are also expensive! If we factor in the materials that we made with Edith’s help as practice and the amount of money that we have on us, then we can probably only afford one elemental weapon at the moment.”


      “Yeah, that sounds about right,” said Yuki. “I’m not sure if we can even make enough elemental metal for a sword.”


      Spears for my use and Natsuki’s would only have to have spearheads made out of elemental metal, but a sword for Touya would require much more metal.


      “I guess that means we need to earn more money,” I said. “It’s not like we can sell Edith’s mansion, so...”


      “Of course not!” Touya exclaimed. “I’d rather earn all of the money myself than do that!”


      I had no intention of selling Edith’s mansion, but Touya’s reaction was much stronger than I had expected. I wonder if he’s really against this idea because he spent the most time with Edith. I hope it’s not because he wants to use it as a personal home for him and his future wife...


      “Oh, I see. In that case, I like the idea of making Touya earn the money for his own weapon,” I said, grinning.


      Yuki chimed in right away. “Yeah, that sounds good! Touya can’t directly contribute to the crafting process, and this way, he won’t be worn out that easily either!”


      “It’ll probably take a lot of hard work to earn the value of a mansion,” said Natsuki. “Good luck, Touya-kun.”


      “Finding work in the first place might be the hard part,” said Haruka. “We’ll probably need to ask Diola-san to recommend high-earning quests for Touya to take on, regardless of how hard those quests might be.”


      “Huh? I’m the only one who’s going to have to work hard?” Touya asked. “I mean, it’s true that I can only contribute to the crafting process by earning money for the materials, but still...”


      Touya had a slightly gloomy expression on his face as he pointed at himself, and the rest of us laughed once again.


      “Relax, we’re just joking. But in any case, we definitely need to find ways to earn money, and we can’t really rely on orcs anymore, since there are fewer of them around now,” I said. “We’ll either have to venture deeper into the forest or aim for different monsters that are worth more apiece.”


      “Monsters, huh? If I recall correctly, there are monsters like scalp apes, bind vipers, and ogres in the second and third sections of the forest, right?” Haruka asked. “Are any of those monsters worth good money?”


      “Scalp apes aren’t even worth considering,” said Natsuki. “Bind vipers are worth slightly less apiece than orcs, but they’re not an efficient source of income because they don’t move in groups. As for ogres, they’re worth more than orcs, but that’s only if you somehow succeed at slaying them.”


      Natsuki had tacked an important piece of information onto the end of her explanation, and Yuki hastily waved her hands. “Doesn’t that imply that we should flee from ogres?! We can’t earn money slaying them, right?!”


      “Mm, ogres aren’t a good source of income,” said Natsuki. “And unfortunately for us, they don’t appear in large numbers, unlike orcs.”


      “That’s actually a good thing for us, Natsuki! Come on, let’s think of something more realistic.” Yuki sighed when she saw the smile on Natsuki’s face and then paused in thought for a moment before bringing up an idea of her own. “Well, if we’re not going to just earn money little by little, then how does harvesting precious wood sound? Diola-san didn’t seem to approve of that idea, though.”


      The branch master of the Adventurers’ Guild in Laffan had mentioned a quest to harvest precious wood, but Diola-san had strongly objected at the time. That being the case, it was probably dangerous work, but...


      “Let’s do some research before we make a decision,” said Haruka. “We can just give up on the idea if it seems impossible.”


      “Yeah, that sounds good,” said Yuki. “All right, let’s go ask a specialist for information!”


      Yuki pumped her fist in the air. Later that day, she led the way to someone who would have information on the subject of precious wood.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1—Let’s Cut Down Some Trees!


      It was our first time visiting Simon-san’s workshop, which happened to be quite large. There was a lot of open space for carpentry, but next to the work floor, there was also a much larger space storing lumber; in fact, the storage area was spacious enough to fit six ordinary houses. Simon-san’s workshop was even larger than the other workshops that I had seen on the way here, so there was a high chance that Simon-san was actually a very influential and important person in Laffan.


      When I first saw Simon-san’s workshop, I felt a bit intimidated, since I had been imagining a small artisan’s atelier, but Yuki didn’t seem to be bothered at all. She had visited this place many times in the past, and now she stepped inside without breaking her stride. Her lack of hesitation was helpful to me; I simply followed her inside. The first thing I saw was a bunch of unfinished furniture in rows. Simon-san must have had multiple apprentices, as you’d expect based on the size of the workshop itself, and it was actually quite noisy; the sounds of sawing and hammers vibrated throughout the interior of the building.


      Yuki raised her voice over the noise to announce our presence. “Hello! Are you here, Simon-san?”


      We heard a voice from somewhere inside of the workshop; it sounded like it was coming from some distance away. “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, wait a moment.”


      “Okay!”


      Since the place was unfamiliar to me, I made use of the wait time to observe my surroundings, and soon, Simon-san approached us through the gaps in the rows of furniture. “Oh, it’s you guys. What are you all here for? Any problems with your house?”


      Simon-san sounded a bit unhappy, so Haruka shook her head. “No, there’s nothing wrong with our house. In fact, we’re perfectly happy with it. Thank you so much for your excellent work, Simon-san.”


      “Heh, I’m glad to hear that. It was a good project for me too,” said Simon. He sounded pleased and satisfied at Haruka’s words. “In that case, what are you all here for? To order some furniture?”


      We asked him about the idea of harvesting precious wood, but...


      “Are you serious? I know you kids are quite strong, but you might die trying.” Simon-san grimaced. “Carpenters like myself would really appreciate getting our hands on precious wood, but there are monsters and animals like deer in those parts, you know?”


      “Don’t worry, we plan on doing thorough research before we make a decision,” said Haruka. “Our questions for you are part of that research.”


      “Sure, I take your meaning, but even high-rank adventurers have fled for their lives from quests to harvest precious wood...”


      According to Simon-san, over a decade had passed since the last successful attempt to harvest precious wood from the north forest; all of the wood that remained in stockpiles in Laffan was from past quests, and its price had only grown over the years. Apparently there had been a few occasions in the past when high-rank adventurers, up to Rank 6—the kind of adventurers who usually wouldn’t stay in Laffan—had formed groups to venture into the north forest, since they’d be rich if they returned with precious wood.


      However, none of their attempts had lasted long. As high-rank adventurers, they had been able to deal with the monsters in the north forest just fine, and they had no issues with harvesting the wood, but one major issue was how to transport it back to town. Even high-rank adventurers weren’t capable of carrying all that wood by hand, so they had no choice but to gather other people to drag the logs through the wilderness of the north forest. Monsters would attack them along the way, so more adventurers were needed to protect the people dragging the logs. As a result, the amount of money that each individual could earn had decreased until it was no longer worthwhile for high-rank adventurers. The natural conclusion for them had been to stop taking on that kind of work after a few attempts, and they’d left Laffan immediately afterward.


      With all of that in mind, the biggest problem when it came to harvesting precious wood was transportation, but our party had a solution in the form of magic bags. When we explained to Simon-san that we could simply stuff whole logs into our bags, he nodded. “Hmm. I guess you guys might be able to earn a decent amount of money from that kind of work if you have magic bags that can fit an entire log, but that’s only if you’re capable of slaying the kinds of monsters you’ll run into.”


      “Don’t worry, we’ll be careful,” said Haruka. “Safety is our first priority, after all.”


      “People who consider safety their first priority wouldn’t even think of heading to the north forest in the first place, you idiot!” Simon-san sounded exasperated and worried, but then sighed and shook his head. “Well, I guess it’s nonsense to say such things to adventurers. What do you want to know? I can’t tell you how to harvest precious wood—us carpenters just buy it.”


      “Uh, well, we’d like to know what type of precious wood is worth a lot,” said Yuki. “We don’t really know much about precious wood, so...”


      “The price can vary, but all of the trees in the north forest fall under the category of precious wood,” said Simon. “I don’t think showing you the wood itself will be too useful a reference, but I may as well for whatever it’s worth. Follow me!”


      Simon-san guided us to a small shed in one corner of the storage space. Inside were stacks of roughly sawed timber. At a glance, the precious wood didn’t look that much different from the other lumber stored in this part of the workshop, and even after closer inspection, I couldn’t tell the difference. Is this wood actually that much more valuable? It’s kind of hard for me to believe...


      “We’re one of the largest workshops in Laffan, but this is all we have left,” said Simon. “I can’t stock up either—there’s no precious wood on the market.”


      “Um, Simon-san, is this really precious wood?” I asked hesitantly. “It doesn’t look like it at all...”


      Simon-san chuckled and nodded. “Yep, it’s hard for a layman to tell from rough timber, and even I don’t know what it looks like as a whole tree. It’s said that you can find higher-quality wood the deeper you go into the northwest part of the forest. I hope this is useful information.”


      It seemed like the price of precious wood was decided by its quality, and people had discovered that wood from deeper within forests tended to be of higher quality by comparing the precious wood with the areas that the wood had been harvested from.


      “Precious wood is a hardwood with a unique fine grain, so it’s absolutely perfect for furniture,” said Simon. “There are some types with odd colors that even laypeople can spot, but that’s not all there is to the wood.”


      According to Simon-san, precious wood was beautiful even when relatively unmodified, and it was also well suited for carving. On the other hand, it was a waste to use precious wood in construction if it wasn’t visible from the outside of the building. Apart from furniture, then, precious wood was only used for the floors and wallboards of mansions owned by nobles even in the past when there was still a steady supply from the north forest.


      Simon-san picked up a board and held it up to us. Its dimensions appeared to be about fifty by a hundred centimeters; in its current state, it was about the right size for a small table. “Take this board here. It’s been properly planed. Can you tell the difference?”


      Yuki touched the board, but she couldn’t come up with much to say. “Uh, well, it looks pretty, I guess? It also feels nice to the touch.”


      As a guy, I couldn’t tell how it was different from a normal board either. When I rapped it with my fingers, it felt hard, and its swirling grain pattern was definitely unique, but I wasn’t sure if all that was enough to make it valuable. For the most part, the others seemed to have the same impressions, but there was one person among us who could tell the difference: Natsuki, which made sense to me, since she had been born into a rich family.


      “Mm, this really is precious wood,” said Natsuki. “In fact, it’s a very expensive kind, isn’t it?”


      “Oh, I’m surprised you know,” said Simon. He grinned; he seemed pleased that one of us had an eye for wood. “The figure of this wood is excellent. I was thinking of using it to make a desk table. It’s not easy to come across wood this fine.”


      Simon-san proceeded to show us a bunch of different types of wood and explain their properties, but I couldn’t really follow. I could tell that the boards he showed us were all completely different from normal boards, but I couldn’t understand why they were so valuable.


      The types of wood that he showed us had holes in them, weird patterns, or different colors that didn’t blend together. All of those properties seemed worthless to me, but obviously there were factors in the value of precious wood beyond its sturdiness and how it felt to the touch.


      Apart from Natsuki, all of us were quite confused. Simon just chuckled and shrugged. “Well, it’s to be expected that laypeople can’t tell the difference. You kids could pick out specific types of precious wood to harvest if you wanted to, but there’s probably no need to worry. All types of precious wood will sell for good money.”


      “I see,” said Natsuki. “By the way, do you know why the precious wood in the forests near Laffan is all high quality?”


      “Nah, no idea. Lot of mana in the air around those forests, though,” said Simon. “One theory is that the mana makes the trees grow like so, but it makes the monsters stronger too, so lumberjacks can’t harvest wood by themselves anymore. Life isn’t that easy, I suppose.” He had a bitter smile on his face.


      It was kind of a natural outcome, though. The level of mana in the air differed between different places, and mana was theorized to affect a lot of different things. It was wishful thinking to expect that it would only affect the trees and not the monsters.


      “That makes sense. Oh yeah, is there a specific season for harvesting precious wood?” Yuki asked. “Is right now a good time?”


      “Frankly speaking, you’re a bit late if you want to start at this time of the year. But if you succeed in bringing some back, I’m willing to purchase as much as you want to sell me, and I’ll pay more than what you can get from the Adventurers’ Guild,” said Simon. “After all, you can’t sell on the lumber market, can you?”


      According to Simon-san, the lumber market was managed by the carpenter and lumberjack associations of Laffan, and only members of those organizations or the Adventurers’ Guild could participate in the market. However, the Adventurers’ Guild only dealt in precious wood, not normal wood from nearby trees, a restriction that the lord of the viscounty had put in place to prevent reckless deforestation. Precious wood had been excluded from the ambit of the restriction because harvesting it was a difficult task that nobody was willing to attempt nowadays. However, the authorities would turn a blind eye as long as you didn’t try to sell wood yourself, so it was all right to gather firewood from the forest or fell trees for your own use.


      “Hmm. Well, if we succeed in bringing precious wood back with us, we’ll take you up on your offer,” said Natsuki.


      “Looking forward to it,” said Simon. “But don’t push yourselves too hard, now. There’s nothing pleasant about young people dying,” he added awkwardly.


      “Mm, thank you,” said Natsuki. “We’ll be careful.”


      When Natsuki had thanked and reassured Simon-san, we headed out of his workshop.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “In brief, it seems that all we have to do to earn more money is venture as deep as we can into the forest,” said Natsuki.


      The rest of us were clueless about the specifics, but Natsuki had summed things up for the rest of us in a way that we could understand. Apparently even twisted trees were considered unique and valuable and might sell for a lot of money. With that in mind, we would probably be able to earn more money by harvesting as much lumber as possible than by looking for a specific type of tree. The world of precious wood was a very strange one to me.


      “Um, Natsuki, I don’t really understand the value of the precious wood that Simon-san showed us,” said Haruka. “Wouldn’t wood with clean and harmonious grain look better than blackish wood with swirling patterns?”


      I nodded, as did Yuki and Touya.


      “Yeah, I feel the same way,” I said. “I’d rather have furniture for my room made from cleaner-looking kinds of wood.”


      Natsuki forced out a chuckle as she nodded back at us gently. “Well, this doesn’t apply to all precious wood, but it’s valuable in part because of its rarity. You know, it’s somewhat like how even old toys can be worth a lot if comparatively few of them were produced.”


      “Right, I guess there are useless antiques that can go for ridiculous prices,” said Touya. “If it were me, then I’d definitely sell that kind of thing right away rather than hold on to it.”


      “The things that you’re talking about are only worthless if you don’t know what they are, Touya,” I said.


      Antiques were only valuable because of their provenance and history. There wasn’t a universally agreed upon value for art, and there had been a lot of artists throughout history whose paintings hadn’t sold for much money during their lifetime. In fact, many famous paintings skyrocketed in value after the death of the artists who created them. Simply put, old paintings were valued for their scarcity, and works by a dead artist were considered to be more valuable because the artist couldn’t produce any more works. I wasn’t very fond of this idea, but it was the harsh truth.


      “However, it’s a bit different in this world in that precious wood here is also better than normal wood for practical purposes,” said Natsuki.


      “Right, precious wood in this world is very hard, right? I wonder if it’ll be a struggle for us to cut down the trees,” I said.


      Our plan was to purchase tools like axes and saws from Gantz-san’s store, but none of us had any experience with felling trees. In fact, I had only sawed branches and chopped firewood with axes before, so I felt a bit uneasy about our chances.


      “Can’t we easily cut through wood with Haruka’s magic?” Touya asked.


      “That’s a lot to ask of me, Touya,” Haruka replied with a sigh. “It’ll be just as hard as trying to cut through trees with your sword.”


      Touya’s sword was more or less a blunt weapon. He nodded when he heard Haruka’s indirect refutation of his idea. “So you’re saying it’s basically impossible, huh? I guess Yuki’s kodachi would have a better chance at cutting through a tree than my sword.”


      “That’s much harder than trying to cut through a tree with magic!” Yuki exclaimed. “Oh yeah, Haruka, there’s a Wind Magic spell called Air Cutter, right?”


      “Just so you know, you’re asking about a Level 5 spell,” said Haruka. “Besides, wind doesn’t have a physical form, so I think spells like Water Blast or Sand Blast would be better. You can use those spells, right, Yuki?”


      “Yeah, and so can Nao!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “...Haruka, do you want me to teach you Earth Magic?” I asked.


      Haruka’s level for Wind Magic was Level 3 at the moment. The spells that we mages could use weren’t necessarily limited by the levels displayed in our status screens, but the level was a rough indicator of the difficulty involved in casting a spell, and it was very hard to learn how to cast a specific spell beyond our current levels. With all of that in mind, Haruka was right that it would be better to practice Water Blast and Sand Blast, since both of them were Level 1 spells, but it would be a lot of painful work for the three of us who could use those spells.


      Natsuki chuckled as she watched the three of us each try to foist responsibility onto the others. “Before we resort to magic, why don’t we think of a normal method of cutting down trees? Lumberjacks just use axes and saws, after all. We don’t have the expertise or experience of professional lumberjacks, but I think some of us have just as much raw strength.”


      “I’m down for that idea!” Yuki exclaimed. “It’d be wrong to deny Touya the opportunity to be useful!”


      “Oh, the spotlight is on me now? Well, I don’t mind working hard to cut down trees,” said Touya. “If we have the necessary tools and if we can reach areas with precious wood, I’ll do my best. I am very good at physical labor.” He puffed out his chest.


      I gently placed my hands on his shoulders. “Touya, you don’t have to put yourself down like that. Physical labor isn’t the only thing you’re good at.”


      “I didn’t say that at all!” Touya exclaimed. “It’s only one of the many things that I’m good at!”


      “Oh, was my choice of words misleading? I sincerely apologize if what I said made you feel bad, Touya,” I said.


      “You definitely don’t sound sorry to me!” Touya exclaimed. “All right, enough joking around. Another major issue we need to resolve is how to deal with ogres, right?”


      “Yeah. I’m also a bit worried that Simon-san specifically mentioned deer,” I said. “Deer aren’t normally dangerous, right?”


      When I thought of deer, I thought of the ones roaming around the historic city of Nara that tourists would feed with rice crackers. They would probably be dangerous if they charged you in a herd, but they didn’t seem like the kind of animals that adventurers would have a hard time dealing with.


      “Deer, huh? Has anyone here seen a deer in this world?” Haruka asked.


      “Not I,” said Natsuki. “And we’ve spent most of our time in this world together...”


      “Yeah, exactly,” said Yuki. “It shouldn’t be that hard to slay deer, but maybe the deer in this world are bigger, like Yezo sika deer.”


      That was when Touya raised his voice. “Oh, right! Hold on, I have something to show you guys.”


      He stood and took a book out of his backpack. The title on the cover was A Guide to Gutting for Animals & Monsters.


      I hadn’t seen it before. “When did you get this book, Touya?”


      “Hm? Oh, I bought it a while back,” Touya replied. “You know, unlike everyone else, I can only really contribute in combat, so yeah.”


      Touya said he had purchased this book with his own personal money after Haruka had finished distributing our earnings among the five of us. It was true that most of Touya’s skills were combat-oriented, but his bravery fighting foes head-on was reliable and very reassuring to the rest of us. However, it would have been embarrassing to shower him with honest praise, so...


      “Oh, Touya, there’s more to you than just that,” I said. “You also play a very important role as our party’s meat shield.”


      “Yeah, there’s no need to get down on yourself!” Yuki exclaimed. “We won’t abandon you, even if you’re only useful in combat!”


      “Well, I want to escape that category!” Touya exclaimed. “I’m going to become a genius!”


      He sounded a bit whiny declaring his aspirations that way, and Natsuki had a gentle smile on her face as she watched him. “It’s a good thing that our status screen doesn’t display things like stats, isn’t it?”


      “Where did that completely irrelevant statement come from all of a sudden?!” Touya exclaimed. “Actually, hold on, are you trying to make fun of me by implying that my intelligence stat would be low if it were visible, Natsuki?!”


      “Hee hee. Well, increasing your knowledge will have a positive effect on your Appraisal skill, so it’s good that you’re eager to learn new things,” said Natsuki. “So, have you managed to find the passages in the book with information about deer, Touya-kun?”


      Touya wagged his tail to express his discontent while the rest of us laughed at Natsuki’s joke, but in the end, he still pointed at a section of the book in his hands. “Yeah, it’s right here. Apparently their horns, hide, and meat all sell, and their soft hide can be tanned to make leather for clothing.”


      “Oh, right, things like chamois leather can be made from deer skin,” Natsuki said. “It’s a soft type of leather that can be used for watchbands and cloth for cleaning glass.”


      “Chamois leather, huh? I see,” I said.


      I responded to Natsuki without thinking, but I hadn’t actually heard of chamois leather before, and when I thought of cleaning class, the first thing that came to mind was wet newspaper. Yeah, I’m nowhere close to her when it comes to these kinds of things. Also, I wonder if she’s thinking of glass tableware...


      “As far as things to be careful about, the book says that venison will go bad easily if you don’t cool it right away, so it’s recommended that you submerge it in a river,” said Touya.


      “That isn’t a realistic option for us, but we can cool it ourselves with magic,” said Haruka.


      Haruka nodded to herself as she peeked at the book in Touya’s hands. One advantage that our party had over normal hunters was the fact that we had access to all sorts of methods for preserving materials from game.


      “We probably can’t get as much meat from deer as we can from a boar, but I wonder what venison actually tastes like,” said Yuki.


      “Um, well, the book says that venison is delicious if prepared properly,” said Haruka.


      Haruka was still peeking at Touya’s book as she answered Yuki’s question. It sounded like venison would taste disgusting if it wasn’t processed properly. Its price on the market would probably differ depending on how we handled it, and I was a bit curious as to how professional hunters would do it.


      “In any case, we should make use of whatever might be useful to us,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah. Venison will also add some variety to our diets, so I’m looking forward to trying it,” I said.


      Natsuki chuckled awkwardly. “Um, I don’t have any experience cooking venison. What about you, Haruka?”


      “Of course not,” Haruka replied. “Did you really expect that of someone like me who had a normal upbringing?”


      “I suppose the same applies to you as well, right, Yuki?” Natsuki asked.


      “Yeah. You were the one person who was the most likely to have experience, Natsuki, so I guess that means we just have to count on the Cooking skill,” said Yuki.


      You couldn’t purchase venison at normal supermarkets in Japan, and I would have been very surprised if someone had told me they’d cooked it before. Of course, I’d never eaten boar, much less orc, back on Earth, but they could be classified as types of pork, so the cooking methods weren’t that different. It was possible that you could make venison delicious with normal cooking methods, but...


      “Why don’t we ask Aera-san first to see if she knows how to properly cook venison?” I asked. “She’s a professional cook, after all.”


      We hadn’t been visiting Aera-san’s café as frequently since moving into our own house, but we had continued to supply her with meat and were still on good terms with her. It would be out of the question to get secret recipes from her café, but she probably wouldn’t mind teaching us everyday cooking methods.


      “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Haruka exclaimed. “Once we get our hands on some venison, let’s bring it to Aera-san and ask her how to cook it.”


      “Is that necessary?” Touya asked. “It’ll probably be perfectly edible if you just cook it however seems right.”


      Haruka stared at him scornfully. “That might be the case for a beastman like you, Touya, but the rest of us want to eat soft, tasty meat.”


      “You’re just biased!” Touya exclaimed. “Well, I wish I could say that, but I can’t really deny it, ha ha.” An awkward chuckle had escaped his mouth after he tried to refute Haruka’s words.


      I felt like Touya’s appetite for meat had become much stronger than before. His jaws were definitely sturdier compared to everyone else’s, and he would gleefully chew down on cuts that were too thick for the rest of us to bite through. It was possible that just as Haruka and I had unique traits as elves, this was a unique racial trait of wolf-type beastmen.


      “Well, in any case, I’m also looking forward to eating venison,” said Touya. “Starting tomorrow, let’s work hard toward that goal!”


      We were all looking forward to venison even though we had yet to obtain any, but there was something that had slipped our minds, and we wouldn’t realize for quite a while that we had been too optimistic about our chances.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “So yeah, Gantz-san, please sell us a set of tools for felling trees!” I exclaimed.


      “I don’t have any in stock, you idiot!” Gantz exclaimed. “You can’t ask out of the blue and get everything you want!”


      I can’t believe I got yelled at...even though I’m a customer...


      Touya seemed a bit dissatisfied with Gantz-san’s response. “Huh? Really? Aren’t there a lot of lumberjacks here in Laffan?”


      Gantz-san sighed. “Please! Lumberjacks don’t purchase new tools that often. Most of them just want their axes sharpened or their saws dressed. But I’ll make new tools if you place the orders.”


      “Oh, I guess that makes perfect sense. In that case, can we place an order for the tools, Gantz-san?” Haruka asked. “We don’t really know what we need, so we’d like a full set of axes and saws. How much will it cost us?”


      “It won’t be cheap, but it also won’t be anywhere near as expensive as the weapons that you’re using,” Gantz replied. “Okay, give me about two days to prepare. You’re fine with standard specifications, right?”


      “...What would be nonstandard specifications?” I asked.


      According to Gantz-san, the axes that lumberjacks used were made to order based on their height. There was a standard size for axes, but it wouldn’t be efficient for Touya and me to use axes of exactly the same size and weight. Heavier axes were more powerful, but only if you could wield them properly.


      “In that case, Gantz-san, can you make one specifically for Touya and the rest of the same size?” Yuki asked. “You’ve made weapons for us, so you have some idea of the ideal size and weight for us, right?” She grinned at him.


      Gantz-san grinned right back. “That a challenge? I’m down. Leave it to me!”


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Three days later, we were walking through the east forest just as we had originally planned, which meant that Gantz-san had lived up to our expectations once again. I knew we could count on you, Gantz-san. Well, Tomi seems to have contributed too, so I guess I should probably bring something with me as a treat the next time that I drop by.


      “We’ve almost reached the area where we last encountered some undead monsters—around the second section of the forest—so we need to be careful,” I said.


      Currently, our only means of dealing damage to incorporeal undead monsters was the Purification spell, which only Haruka and Natsuki could use. Corporeal monsters would be another story, but a shadow ghost like the one we’d run into before would be an annoyance, and it wasn’t impossible that we’d run into even more dangerous incorporeal monsters, so we had to stay alert against any potential danger. Before heading out to explore a particular area, we usually did thorough research about what kind of monsters were likely to appear there, but in this situation, there was nothing we could have done to prepare, since no one had ever sighted undead monsters in this area before we did.


      “I honestly think we’ll be fine,” said Touya. “I’m not scared of any undead monster now that I have a powerful amulet!”


      “Those sure are some nonsensical words coming from the guy who set himself up to get possessed by Edith,” said Yuki.


      The rest of us apart from Touya burst into laughter at Yuki’s offhand remark.


      “Listen, I’ve learned my lesson!” Touya exclaimed. “I won’t make the same mistake again and accidentally discard the amulet!”


      “I seriously hope that’s the case, Touya. You lucked out with Edith, but I really don’t want to think about what could have happened to you if you had been possessed by a normal evil ghost,” I said. “You’re the best of any of us at close combat, so we definitely can’t stop you if you attack us full force.”


      The Purification spell was very effective against ghosts, but that was only if Haruka or Natsuki had enough time to cast it, and I wasn’t sure if we could put up a good fight if Touya attacked us as a result of being possessed. We could probably win if we gave up on preserving his life, but that wasn’t an option for us.


      “Yeah, you really need to be careful, Touya,” said Yuki. “The weather has been hot lately, and it’d be awful if you accidentally discarded your amulet while changing your clothes.”


      The reason that Edith had been able to possess Touya was that he had discarded his amulet along with his cloak. He obediently nodded in response to Yuki’s words, as if he couldn’t completely refute the possibility she’d brought up. “I don’t think I’ll need to change my clothes out here in the woods, but I’ll keep that in mind.”


      “Well, don’t worry too much, Touya. I’ll do my best to detect undead monsters with my Scout skill,” I said. “I’ve grown as a person too!”


      Undead monsters that were hard to detect weren’t the only threat in this forest; we had to be wary of ogres as well. I was the only one in this party with the Scout skill, so this was my time to shine. It wasn’t a standout role, but it was an important one, so I pumped myself up for the task. However, my resolve was about to be shattered by a sudden betrayal from my best friend.


      “Oh yeah, I forgot to mention this, but I managed to learn the Scout skill,” said Touya.


      Touya turned around with a smug look on his face, and I was speechless for a moment. Once I’d recovered, I asked him for confirmation. “Wait, seriously? You don’t just have a rough sixth sense for the presence of other living beings anymore?”


      “Yeah, I can detect other living beings much better now,” Touya replied.


      Hold on, I’ll have nothing to do if you improve your specs that much, Touya. You’re already useful during combat, aren’t you? Don’t take away my time to shine...


      “Oh yeah, you haven’t copied the Scout skill yet, have you, Yuki?” Haruka asked.


      “Yeah, I didn’t copy it since I wasn’t sure how I’m supposed to learn it,” said Yuki.


      “You might as well just copy it for now,” said Haruka. “It seems like it’s not that hard to meet the ‘learning’ condition for the Copy skill, so it’ll probably work out.”


      Huh?! There’s another threat to my important role in this party?!


      “Mm. Oh yes—I’ve also become somewhat capable of detecting the presence of foes recently,” said Natsuki.


      “Same here,” said Haruka. “I can’t detect individual presences that well yet, however.”


      “Ugh, I can’t believe this!” I exclaimed. “If everyone figures out how to scout out foes, then I’ll have an identity crisis!”


      My slightly overpowered Scout skill is one of my specialities! It’s not the most unique, but it’s a relatively important skill! Sure, it’s a good thing if our entire party becomes better at scouting out foes, but I have mixed feelings about this...


      “Relax, Nao. It’s not like we can detect foes that are over one hundred meters away,” said Haruka.


      “Mm. Your Scout skill is very useful to us as a party, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki.


      “Natsuki’s skill build is better suited for a scout role, however,” said Yuki. “Your skill build is kind of like an incomplete mix, Nao.”


      “Haruka, Natsuki, thanks for cheering me up,” I said. “On the other hand, you shouldn’t have said something like that out loud, Yuki! The truth can be really painful, you know?”


      “You’re one to talk, Nao!” said Yuki. “I got called things like a ‘downgraded version’ and a ‘jack-of-all-trades but master of none’ in the past, you know?!”


      “Well, I’m pretty sure that I wasn’t the one who said that stuff to you,” I said. “I won’t deny the fact that I thought those were fitting descriptions, however.”


      “Deny them, please!”


      “Oh, my bad, Multiplayer Master. Ha ha!”


      “Don’t bring that up again either, Nao! I wasn’t in my right mind when I said that!”


      Yuki tugged on my left arm as she begged me to forget her embarrassing past, but I didn’t react; instead, I paused in thought. It was a fact that I hadn’t had a set role in our party ever since Natsuki had joined us, since she was better suited than I was for close combat. My abilities at scouting and combat with a weapon and magic were all above the party average, but there wasn’t any skill that I’d specialized in, so there was a high likelihood that my skill build would become an incomplete mix, as Yuki had said.


      “Hmm. Maybe I should try specializing in a certain role,” I said.


      “Eh, I don’t think it really matters. Reality is different from a game world,” said Touya. “Also, Yuki, I don’t think you have the right to talk at the moment. Your current skill build is the very definition of ‘jack-of-all-trades, master of none’—you’re below average in everything.”


      “Mm. Most of her skills are ones that she copied, and those skills are mostly still at Level 1,” said Natsuki.


      Yuki lurched backward in shock when she heard Touya and Natsuki’s comments. “Th-That’s crossing the line, Touya, Natsuki!”


      I gently placed my hands on her shoulders and smiled at her.


      “N-Nao...”


      Yuki had a disheartened expression on her face, but I felt no hesitation as I blasted her with my words. “Your skill build is what I’d call a real incomplete mix, Yuki.”


      “You too?! Please shower me with some kind words instead!” Yuki exclaimed.


      I mean, it’s only fair for me to strike back, right? You started this, and I felt a bit hurt by your words. Now we’re even.


      “Well, if neither of you want to become a jack-of-all-trades, then you’ll have to either specialize in something or work harder than the rest of us,” said Haruka.


      “Work harder than the rest of you? I feel like we’re already spending a lot of time training each day, aren’t we?” Yuki asked.


      “Yeah, we are,” I replied. “With that in mind, there basically isn’t really any time for us to work harder than anyone else.”


      Time was equally fair to everyone—even me with my Time Magic, although that might change in the future if I managed to level up my Time Magic by a lot. In any case, none of us had slacked off on training, so the gap between specialized builds and all-rounder builds would only grow larger over time.


      “Doesn’t that mean there’s nothing we can do?” Yuki asked, her brow drooping.


      “To be honest, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being a jack-of-all-trades,” said Haruka. “Attempting to level all of your skills is a bit too extreme, but it’s good to be able to do all sorts of things. We’re not going to be in a group of five at all times, after all.”


      “Mm. I’m not sure if this is a good way to put it, but you’d be very convenient to have around when we need to split into smaller groups, Yuki,” said Natsuki. “In fact, I think it’d be a good idea for you to learn more skills, Touya-kun.”


      Haruka and Natsuki had both cheered up Yuki when they saw the sad look on her face, but then they’d glanced in Touya’s direction.


      “Boy, I sure didn’t expect to get hit by a stray bullet all of a sudden,” said Touya. “Well, I’ve also thought I should learn more skills, but I went for a physical fighter build during my character creation process, so...”


      “I’d recommend an animal ears ninja bui—oh, it sounds like the time to chat is over,” I said. “I’ve detected a hostile signal with my Scout skill.”


      Touya was walking in front, but he rounded on me with a look of surprise. “Huh? Did you really just say something weird and then change the subject?”


      I ignored him. “It’s just one signal, and it’s not an orc. I don’t think it’s an ogre either—it doesn’t feel like it’s dangerous to us.”


      “No reply?!”


      “Shut up, Touya,” said Haruka. “If it’s only one foe, we should try fighting it.”


      “Ugh, you’re so mean too, Haruka.” Touya drooped his ears after Haruka had mercilessly struck down his complaints, but his expression immediately changed to a serious one, and he started to move his eyes and ears around. “Where’s the location of our foe, Nao?”


      “It’s that way, about eighty meters from our location,” I replied. “It’s most likely a bind viper.”


      If Natsuki’s information was correct, then it was highly unlikely that the signal I had detected was a scalp ape, which tended to move in groups, and it also felt too weak to be an ogre, which were stronger than orc leaders.


      “I see,” said Touya. “In that case, can I try fighting it myself at first to test how strong it is?”


      “Are you sure about this, Touya?” Haruka asked. “Based on the information Natsuki has gathered, bind vipers have very tough skin...”


      “Yeah, that’s another reason why I want to test things out and see for myself,” Touya replied. “If I can’t deal much damage to bind vipers, I’ll have to come up with a specific strategy for fighting them.”


      After a bit of discussion, we all agreed to Touya’s idea. It wouldn’t be that hard to back him up against a single bind viper if he ended up needing our help.


      We headed toward what we were assuming to be a bind viper. Once we got within ten meters of our quarry, Touya was able to detect it as well, and he turned around to nod at us.


      “It seems like it’s somewhere in the canopy, but I can’t see it yet,” said Touya.


      “Be careful, dude,” I said.


      “Of course,” Touya replied.


      Touya approached the foe slowly and carefully. As soon as the hostile signal from my Scout skill overlapped with Touya’s friendly signal, something long suddenly descended from the treetops. It was a large, dark green viper with a diameter of about twenty centimeters. It lunged at Touya’s neck. However, Touya was on alert, so he was able to dodge the bind viper easily, and he swiftly took a step backward before swinging his sword down on it.


      When his sword struck the viper, a dull sound vibrated through the air, as if he had tried to smash a diamond.


      “Ugh, just how tough is this skin?!” Touya exclaimed.


      The bind viper’s body had bent as a result of Touya’s attack, but it didn’t seem to have taken any damage, and it coiled up and tried to ascend to the treetops again.


      “What’s the plan?” Haruka asked.


      “Help me out!” Touya exclaimed.


      Haruka quickly fired an arrow into the bind viper’s eye. It opened its mouth and released a rattling scream of pain, but Natsuki swiftly stabbed it through the mouth with her spear and pinned it to the tree.


      “All right, leave the rest to me!” Touya exclaimed.


      Now that the viper had stopped moving, Touya aimed for its head. His initial attack had bounced off of its body, but blunt weapons were very effective against tough and hard surfaces. Natsuki pulled her spear out at the same time that Touya swung his sword down on its head, and his sword made a crushing sound as it smashed the viper’s skull and scattered blood all over the tree behind it.


      “I’m not trying to jinx us, but did we get it?” Touya asked.


      “Well, there’s no way that it can resurrect from its current state,” I said.


      The bind viper’s head had been completely destroyed, and its body was dangling down from the top of the tree. When I poked its body with my spear, it unwrapped itself from the tree and fell to the ground.


      “Whoa, this viper has a really long body!” Yuki seemed quite curious. She grabbed its tail and pulled it out to its full extension. “I wonder how long it actually is.”


      “It’s definitely over five meters,” said Touya. He paused in thought and looked back and forth between the viper and Yuki. The next words that slipped out of his mouth were “Hmm. It’s probably as thick as your thighs, Yuki.”


      Yuki happened to be standing next to him, so the thought was natural enough, but it was a careless mistake to say it out loud.


      “Do you have a death wish, Touya? Just so you know, my kotetsu happens to be thirsting for blood today,” said Yuki.


      As Yuki called her kodachi by a fancy name, she rattled it in its sheath, then smiled and lowered her hips as if to indicate that she was ready to attack at any time. Yikes, I think she’s actually serious! She’s probably angry enough to do something like chop off Touya’s tail!


      Touya also seemed to sense that he was in danger, and he hastily shook his head. “I’m sorry, Yuki! What I meant to say is that the bind viper is as thick as your body!”


      “Are you trying to say that my body has no curves?! I’m definitely not a straight line like this bind viper!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “No, I’m talking about your waist!” Touya exclaimed. “Your waist is much slimmer than this viper!”


      “Oh, really? Well, that sounds like a lie, but I’ll let you off the hook this time,” said Yuki. “Be careful with your words, Touya. I’m really conscious of the fact that my legs have become thicker recently! I’m glad they’re not flabby, but still...”


      Yuki puffed up her lips in a pout and seemed pretty unhappy, but it was a fact that either the bind viper was actually that thick or Yuki was actually that slim. However, I was wise enough to avoid voicing my thoughts on this matter.


      “It’s a natural result of being an adventurer. Your lower body strength directly affects how powerful your leg movements are, so we have no choice but to train our legs for combat,” said Natsuki. “Survival matters the most, after all.”


      Touya glanced at Natsuki’s legs under her long hakama. “With that in mind, Natsuki, you’re better than Yuki at close combat, so—”


      Right away, a cold voice vibrated through the air. “Touya-kun?”


      “Never mind!”
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      Touya had once again been careless with his words, and he hastily turned away from Natsuki and back toward the viper. “Okay, time for my Appraisal skill. The materials we can retrieve from a bind viper are its skin and meat... Meat, huh? I have a hard time believing that the meat from this viper is edible, given how tough it is.”


      “You’re being way too obvious with your attempt to change the subject, Touya,” I said. “Well, it’s true that this bind viper doesn’t look like it would taste very good...”


      I felt kind of bad for Touya, so I decided not to roast him for his mistake. I poked the dead body of the bind viper with the butt of my spear. However, its skin bounced back in an elastic way. It felt kind of like a rubber tire.


      “The skin is quite tough,” said Touya. “Do you think you can slice through this, Yuki?”


      “Uh, with my kodachi? Hold on, I’ll test it out,” said Yuki.


      Yuki tried to slice through the bind viper with her kodachi, but to no avail. She did manage to slice open the viper’s skin, but her attack wasn’t able to cut very deep. On top of that, this was the result of her attacking a dead and immobile bind viper, so any attacks with her kodachi would probably deal even less damage during actual combat.


      “It would definitely be impossible to slice off its head like this,” said Yuki. “Maybe it actually was a strong foe.”


      “Well, I can smash a bind viper’s head if it gets pinned to something like earlier,” said Touya. “Do you think you could slice through a bind viper, Natsuki?”


      “Me? Hmm. Haruka, lend me your kodachi for a bit,” said Natsuki.


      “Sure, feel free to use it,” said Haruka.


      Natsuki had learned martial arts back on Earth, and now she also had the Level 1 Katana Wielding skill. The rest of us watched to see what would happen. Natsuki lowered her hips, breathed slowly for a bit to relax, then suddenly whipped out the kodachi and slashed the bind viper’s body. All of Natsuki’s movements had looked very refined, and even an amateur like me could tell that she was much better at this than Yuki. However, Natsuki was only able to slice through half of the bind viper’s body; the bones of its spine stopped her blade.


      “Whew. I don’t think it’s possible to slice through a bind viper with this kodachi,” said Natsuki. “I couldn’t even slice through a dead one, so it’s probably very difficult to slice through their spines.”


      “Yeah, they definitely seem like they have hard spines,” I said.


      “However, it might be possible to power through using the weight and centrifugal force of a polearm like a naginata,” said Natsuki.


      “Tomi might be able to make a naginata for us if we place an order, but I’m not sure if we actually need one when we already have magic.” Besides, a weapon like a naginata that requires a lot of space to swing around probably isn’t a good fit for settings like this forest.


      “Mm. In addition, bind vipers tend to appear alone most of the time, and spears can pierce through them just fine,” said Natsuki. “Touya-kun can handle the task of finishing them off.”


      “You can place an order for a naginata if you really want one, Natsuki. We can think about it some more after we’ve made some elemental metal,” said Haruka. “Let’s start to gut this bind viper. One good thing about this is that it looks like it’ll be easier to gut than the other animals and monsters that we’ve slain up until now.”


      “Mm, it’ll probably be similar to gutting an eel, though I’ve never done that before,” said Yuki.


      “Opportunities to gut eels are rare for ordinary people,” I said. “Actually, wait, didn’t we catch some eels ourselves? What happened to those?”


      “They’re still stored in our magic bags. It’d be ideal to eat them as fresh as possible,” said Haruka. “I hope we can get our hands on some soy sauce at some point in the future.”


      So we had actually had an opportunity to gut eels before, but apparently Haruka was saving them for the future. I felt like eels were only delicious if they were prepared through the kabayaki method, so until we had some soy sauce to spread on them, there was no reason for us to force ourselves to eat them.


      “I think bind vipers will probably be easier to gut than eels,” said Natsuki. “Their very toughness should make it easier to separate the bones from the meat.”


      We retrieved the magicite from the remains of the bind viper’s skull before opening it all the way to the tip of its tail and extracting and discarding its internal organs. When that was done, Natsuki pulled on the viper’s bones; they fell out easily. The only work that remained was to separate the meat from the bones, but...


      “Well, then. This meat certainly has a strange color,” said Haruka.


      “Yeah, it really does,” said Yuki. “I thought the meat would be white... It doesn’t look very appetizing.”


      The meat of the bind viper had a vibrant red color. That was typical of mammals as well as some types of fish, like bluefin tuna. Maybe we didn’t need to worry about it too much.


      “Orc meat is probably better purely in terms of taste,” said Natsuki. “Meat from bind vipers is sold for about the same price due to low supply, but the skin sells for a lot more.”


      “Yeah, the dark green color of the bind viper’s skin is definitely beautiful,” I said. “By the way, is anyone here scared of snakes?”
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